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endeavours, but should not be 
confused as crucial to our life on 
this planet. My colleagues and 
friends quickly point out that I am 
teaching people important things 
about the knowledge we have 
acquired through careful scientific 
exploration. Yeah, yeah. But the 
students I teach are already very 
well educated, and I often feel like 
the post-dinner entertainment, 
perhaps marginally better than MTV. 
But I do feel strongly that we 
have an obligation to the public, 
not only because they are footing 
the bill through taxes, but because 
no human being should be allowed 
to live in today’s world without 
an education in the sciences. 
Every bit of breaking news is 
more readily interpretable with a 
background in the sciences. As I 
am writing this essay on March 26, 
2007, the front page of the New 
York Times has these headlines: 
“Anna Nicole Smith’s Death is 
called ‘Accidental”, “Northern 
Ireland Rivals Reach Deal” and 
“Aged, Frail and Denied Care by 
Their Insurers”. The first makes a 
critical psychological distinction 
that bears on legal issues, 
specifically, the difference between 
intended and accidental actions 
with identical consequences; if 
you are a utilitarian, you might 
not care too much about this, 
but then again, recent findings 
in the neurosciences reveal 
critical circuitry in the brain that, 
when damaged, leads to greater 
utilitarian moral judgments. The 
second headline links to our 
evolved capacity to create in- group 
and out-group distinctions, but 
as the philosopher Peter Singer 
has noted, our equally powerful 
capacity to change who is ‘in’ and 
who is ‘out’. And the third headline 
speaks to the science of aging, 
the technologies now available for 
bio-engineering, and the ethical 
issues that accompany these hot 
button topics. As scientists, we 
must educate. We must step out of 
the university and into the public 
arena, taking every spare moment 
we have to ‘preach’ our passion. 
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At first sight it looks like an 
ecological disaster: an isolated 
island group of animals under 
assault from an alien and ruthless 
predator. This seemed to be the 
plight and fate of tree snails in 
Tahiti. In 1974, a foreign predatory 
snail was introduced which 
rapidly eliminated their endemic 
prey. Thirty years on, three of the 
island’s eight endemic Partula 
species are officially extinct and 
a fourth exists only in captivity. 
But in a Correspondence reported 
on pages R502–R503 of this 
issue, Diarmaid Ó Foighil at the 
University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, 
and colleagues at the International 
Partulid Conservation Project in 
Tahiti and the Zoological Society 
of London, shed a glimmer 
of conservation light on this 
otherwise bleak scene.
The researchers were able to 
get their results because one of 
the team, John Burch, collected 
extensive samples of all the 
nominal Tahitian Partula species, 
apart from one found exclusively 
in the mountains, four years before 
the predatory snail was introduced. 
The specimens were sent live to 
the University of Michigan where they were then dissected and 
samples of foot muscle from each 
individual freeze-dried and stored. 
From material taken from a sample 
of the 683 snail muscles preserved 
in this collection, the authors were 
able to assign a genotype for a 
mitochondrial marker amongst 
both the museum specimens and 
individuals from current captive 
and wild populations.
The researchers found five 
primary clades amongst the snails 
for this marker and were surprised 
to find that living snails, mostly 
from the mountains, could still be 
assigned to four of these clades 
despite the massive loss of lowland 
animals to the introduced predator. 
The researchers also describe the 
finding of two nominal species, 
still persisting at low altitudes in 19 
out of 69 valleys investigated, that 
formed the fifth distinctive clade.
The researchers conclude that 
the historical diversity of these 
snails (in terms of this marker 
at least) remains, though is in a 
perilous state. And they point out 
that four of the five main historical 
clades are due to the presence 
of genetically diverse mountain 
populations. “Conservation of the 
island’s remnant tree snail diversity 
is likely to require proactive 
maintenance of these threatened 
montane populations,” they say.
Nigel WilliamsRefuge: the remote mountain terrain of Tahiti has proved a vital in preserving 
the genetic diversity of the island’s tree snails, decimated at lower levels by an 
 introduced predator. (Photo: Diarmaid Ó Foighil, University of Michigan.)
